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1.0 INTRODUCTION

In today's competitive world, the effective use of information technology (I/T) as an element of

a competitive strategy is critical. Cash and Konsynski (1985), Rockart and Scott Morton (1984), and

others have cited numerous examples of how organizations have used information technology to build

and sustain new relationships with suppliers or customers and, as a result, have achieved a significant

competitive advantage. A common theme in these examples is the use of information technology to

improve the coordination of the activities across organizations that are critical to developing and

delivering products and services to a market. However, it is often noted that these organizations did not

gain their advantage by virtue of the information technology in and of itself. Johnston and Lawrence

(1988) point out that Foremost McKesson radically changed both its internal operations and its working

relationships with customers in its efforts to build and sustain a competitive advantage over large,

integrated pharmaceutical companies. Rockart and Short (1989) discuss the need for effective internal

integration across value-added functions as a critical aspect of effective execution of interorganizational

information systems. Konsynski and Warbelow (1989) argue that the use of information technology

linkages between organizations will only 'sp>eed up the mess* if a fundamental restructuring of the

nature of work in organizations is not achieved.

To the extent that these observations are correct, senior managers must now effectively integrate

the management of information technology into every aspect of their organizations (Henderson and

Venkatraman, 1989). One approach to achieve this level of integration has been to decentralize the I/S

organization, placing the responsibility for management of the I/S funaion directly under the general

manager of strategic business units. And yet this decentralization in itself does not remove the need for

effective coordination of actions across the information systems community. In fact, such

decentralization may increase the cost of coordination for critical infrastructure components such as



telecommunications or data resource management (Keen, 1986).

Further, while there are many examples of how investments in technology have yielded

significant competitive advantage, there are also many examples where such investments have resulted in

no measurable impact (Curley and Henderson, 1989). In many cases, this failure appears to stem not

from an inappropriate vision but from the inability of the organization to effeaively integrate the use

and the management of the technology into the mainstream of the firm. One key element of a solution

to this management challenge suggested by Rockart and Short (1989) is the building of a partnership

between L'S organizations and line managers. They argue that while there is a fundamental role for line

managers in providing leadership and commitment to the use of information technology, there still

remains the requirement to effectively manage the information technology infrastructure, to

appropriately understand an emerging and dynamic technology marketplace, and to change the nature of

work practice associated with the operations, development and implementation of information systems.

This paper explores the concept of partnership and the building of partnership as a management

strategy. Regardless of the level of decentralization of the ITS function, there still remains a critical

need to build an effective working relationship between line managers and information systems managers

and specialists. While some may envision the day in which information systems specialists are not

required, trends in technology and the increasing complexity of the technology infrastructure (such as

telecommunications, database systems and large transaaion/application systems) suggest that this

funaional area of the business will not soon disappear. Rather, this paper takes the perspective that

information systems must be recognized as a critical funaion in the organization. As such, senior

management must create and enact effective working relationships among the managers who have

various functional expertise in order to achieve maximum value from their I/T investments.

In many ways the concept of partnership in the management of LT is not new. Strategies for

managing the development and of>erations of information technology are often grounded in participatory

decision making/problem solving theory (Mumford, 1981). Kling (1980) argues that a social-political



perspective provides a powerful paradigm for understanding the effective management of information

technology in organizations. Similarly, Markus and Pfeffer (1983) build on notions of power and

influence as a theoretical perspective in examining mechanisms for effectively managing LT.

In a similar vein, corporate strategy researchers have focused on the concept of partnership as a

general management strategy. While their focus is often external, i.e., undersunding the working

relationships across organizational boundaries, the term "partnership" is used to describe a working

relationship that reflects a long term commitment, a sense of mutual coop)eration, shared risk and

benefits, and other aspects that are consistent with concepts and theories of participatory decision

making (Wilson, 1989).

In this paper we will present the results of research that provide a basis for developing a

descriptive model of partnership. Executive interviews that focus both on management relationships

with external organizations as well as relationships between I/S executives and line executives provide the

data to develop this model.

2.0 THE PARTNERSHIP CONCEPT

It is important to understand the difference between a partnership and other notions of

exchange relationships. Gardner and Cooper (1988) differentiate between a "transactional style of

relationship" and a "partnership style of relationship."

In essence, the transaction style relationship is an arm's length exchange in which the "rules of

the game" are well specified. Further, in a transaaional style relationship, if one member fails to deliver

on his/her commitment, litigation is most often the form of redress. In contrast, a partnership style

relationship requires both parlies to share investment and risk, and to participate in an exchange that

involves many independent transactions that span an extensive length of time. Table 1 provides a
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summary of some major characteristics of partnerships that are often used to differentiate them from a

transaction style of relationship.

For example, the concept of value-added partnership, put forth by Johnston tnd Lawrence

(1988), is characterized as "a set of independent companies that work closely together to manage the

flow of goods and services along the entire value-added chain." It is interesting to note that they argue

that while the concept of value-added partnership is not new and that it is not dependent on technolog),

information technology can greatly increase the ease of communication and the ability to share

information, thereby enabling partnerships to emerge as new major competitive factors in the

marketplace today. From our perspective, the opportunity also carries the requirement for more

effective partnerships between line and LT managers.

The research presented here builds on the previous work on partnership style relationships by

exploring two fundamental dimensions:

Partnership in Action (PIA) - Partnership in Action is defined as the ability of members of the pannenhip

to effectively influence key policies and decisions that affect the performance of the parmership. This

dimension of partnership looks at the key factors which create the day-to-day working relationship.

Partnership in Context (PIC) - Partnership in Context is defined as the degree to which members of the

parmership believe that the partnership will be sustained over time. This dimension of partnership looks ai

the key factors which establish the participant's belief in the longevity, stability, and interdependence of

the relationship.

In this research, we develop a model of partnership based on structured interviews with

executives. We focus both on relationships between companies and on the internal relationship between

the line organizations and the I/S function. While there are limitations in adapting an external market

model to characterize an internal organizational working relationship, this approach offers one means to



explore the concept of partnership between line managers and I/S.

3.0 A MODEL OF PARTNERSHIP

3.1 RESEARCH METHOD

In developing the model of partnership, a series of interviews were conducted with senior line

executives currently managing partnership style relationships with customers or suppliers as well as with

executives involved in internal I/S-line relationships. A total of 23 interviews were conducted.

Each interview followed a structured format. The executives were asked to describe actual

exchange relationships with customers or suppliers that they considered to be examples (critical

incidents) of effective partnership relationships. Then, three general questions based on the two

dimensions discussed in Section 2 were f>osed:

1. What are the factors or elements of this relationship that contribute to its effective

execution on a day-to-day, week-to-week basis (PIA)?

2. What are the factors or elements of this relationship that lead you to believe that this

relationship will be sustained over time (PIC)?

3. What are the aaions that you took or are taking to build or sustain this working

relationship?

The order of questions 1 and 2 were randomized across subjects. As might be expected, the response to

these questions often overlapped. That is, in discxission of partnership operations, executives would

often begin to talk about why they believed that this was going to be a partnership that had a long-term

effect The interviewer made no attempt to constrain these comments. Each interview lasted

approximately one hour.

The same interview structure was used for managers that were focusing on the internal I/S-Iine

relationship. In this context, the anchoring concept involved a description of the current working

relationship between the ITS function and the line function. The same three general questions were

addressed.



In addition to individual interviews, the partnership model was presented in two focus group

sessions with executive teams. These sessions sought to have the model critically examined to surface

possible enhancements and to provide further examples.

In the following section we will described six determinanu of partnership (three in each

dimension) that emerged from these interviews. In each case we will describe the determinant from the

external partnership perspective. In Section 4 we will discuss the implications for the line-L'S

partnership which follow from this research as well as specific aaions to build and sustain partnership

relationships. Figure 1 illustrates the six determinants.

3.2 PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT

3.2.1 PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT: MUTUAL BENEFITS

A common theme emerging in every interview was the need for mutual benefit among members

of the partnership. One executive defined partnership as

*a working relationship in which members of the partnership receive beneHts that could

not be achieved through independent action.*

The executives argued that it was not sufficient to have a general feeling that the partnership added

value. Rather, effective partnerships require explicit attention to articulating and agreeing upon the

benefits accrued by each member of the partnership.

There were several types of benefits that surfaced repeatedly through the interview and focus

group sessions. The primary view of benefits related to a financial return directly attributable to actions

taken by the partnership. In general, these financial returns were related to either increased revenue

through market access or to reduced cost by increasing the efficiency of transactions between members

of the partnership. For example, the use of EDI to better coordinate the actions of a firm and supplier

was often cited as a mechanism by which costs could be reduced or new markets accessed.

A second benefit focused on process or product innovations. A consistent theme found across
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the interviews was the ability of the partnership to pool expertise, market knowledge, and process

knowledge in a way that enabled the partnership to innovate, and, ultimately translate these innovations

into products or services.

The third type of benefit related to risk sharing. The executives argued that partnerships enable

each of the firms to pool risk and therefore result in an increased willingness to take risk.

Finally, a fourth category dealt vkith the ability of the partnership to adapt to market or

unforseen changes. This category could be viewed as an aspect of risk management. That is, the

partnership manages risk coUeaively by increasing the likelihood that ihey will be able to react

effectively to environmental uncertainty. This issue app>eared to be quite significant. Many of the

executives described the benefit of the partnership as its ability to coordinate action as a competitive

unit in response to market uncertainty or competitor response. For example, one executive discussed

how his firm's partnership with a distributor enabled them to more effectively bring a product response

into their distribution channels, thereby responding more quickly to a competitor's product introduction.

Our interviewees also stressed the converse point that if the benefit stream is uncertain, the

partnership is at risk and the future of the partnership is problematic. The partnership model shown in

Figure 1 incorporates "mutual benefits" as a determinant of PIC. One executive's statement sums it up:

"Why do I think it will last? Because we all have something to gain."

3.2.2 PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT: COMMITMENT

Each of the executives discussed at length that commitment among the members of the

partnership was a major contributor to their belief that the relationship would be sustained. Three

major indicators of commitment were identified: shared goals, incentive systems, and contracts.

Shared goals was raised by every executive as a major indicator of a commitment to a

partnership. The executives stated that common goal structures provided an ongoing motivation that



could sustain the partnership when expected benefit flows were not realized. Further, shared goals, they

argued, provided a common ground upon which to negotiate solutions in areas where goals conflicted.

This seemed to be particularly critical when members of a partnership included potential competitors.

Closely related to the notion of shared goals was that of incentive systems within the

organization. In general the executives argued that the existence of an appropriate incentive system thai

served to reinforce the goal structure of the partnership, was a significant indicator of commitment. For

example, one executive described at length a partnership that required a focus on quality rather than

volume as a measure of effectiveness of the distribution system. A major goal of this partnership was

that all materials would be delivered undamaged. The producing organization had to restructure the

underlying incentive and compensation system in each stage of its distribution system to ensure that

quality would be rewarded and recognized throughout the organization. In essence, the executives

argued that the existence of an appropriately designed and visible incentive system aligned with the goal

structure of the partnership reflected a depth of commitment to the working relationship itself, and

hence, increased the belief that the partnership would be sustained.

Finally, the executives said that contracts played an important role in a partnership. However,

they added that the contract provided only a general sense of the responsibilities of the partnership.

Each executive argued that, as an enforcement mechanism, contracts were often ineffective. They

attributed this to the fact that the working relationship was complex and ambiguous and could not be

defined in terms of explicit conditions. However, they did note that the existence of the contract in

itself reflected a willingness of the members to commit to the working relationship. Several of the

executives pointed out that while the contract became increasingly less specific over time, it provided an

important symbolic commitment.

3.2.3 PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT: PREDISPOSITION

The third major determinant of PIC is predisposition: an existing predileaion in favor of the

partnership. Two conditions thai interviewees described as indicating predisposition were trust and
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existing attitudes/assumptions.

Every executive emphasized that his or her belief in the ability to sustain the partnership

ultimately translated into a sense of trust among members of the partnership. When asked to expand

upon their concept of trust, the two common enablers were 1) the existence of an explicit track record

among members of the partnership, and 2) personal relationships. They felt an existing track record

indicated the extent to which members of the partnership have made commitments and delivered on

them. The executives also felt that building trust required members of the partnerships to surface their

failures, as well as to highlight those commitments achieved. In this sense, the executives stated that a

trust relationship was built by creating an open communication between members of the partnership.

Similarly, personal relationships were also a major element of trust. Each executive emphasized

the need to develop personal contact at all levels of the organization. As one executive said,

1'ou must have the ability to bypass the organization and go directly to someone that

you know will listen and act'

A second condition indicating predisposition centered on the existing attitudes and assumptions

of members of the partnership. Many of the executives said that the attitudes of management towards

cooperative relationships played a major part in their ability to sustain partnerships over time. Several

stated that these attitudes could be traced to underlying assumptions about the nature of competition in

their industry. That is, as executives began to believe that strategic partnerships were going to be a

major element of competitive strategy, their attitudes towards the benefits of cooperative relationships

improved.

3.3 PARTNERSHIP IN ACTION

The second major dimension discussed in the interviews focused on the determinants of the

effective execution of a partnership, i.e., Partnership In Action (PLA). In the next section we will

discuss the three determinants of PLA

11



3.3.1 PARTNERSHIP IN ACTION: SHARED KNOWLEDGE

One major determinant of PIA was the extent of shared knowledge among members of the

partnership. For example, one executive described a partnership relationship' with a Japanese

organization. The Japanese management team developed job descriptions for key roles in 15 minute

segments for 24 hours a day, seven days a week. They argued that an in-depth understanding of key

roles was vital to the effective working relationship of the partnership. A second example, also

involving a partnership negotiation with a Japanese organization, had American managers sending

workers to Japan for 4 to 6 weeks in order to help them better understand the culture of Japanese

organizations. This type of example was used by each executive to illustrate the crilicality of shared

knowledge of the environment, culture, and work processes, as a basic foundation for effectively

operating in a partnership relationship. As one executive stated,

"If we don't understand how they work, we cannot effectively influence them in areas

that are critical."

3.3.2 PARTNERSHIP IN ACTION: MUTUAL DEPENDENCY ON DISTINCTIVE
COMPETENCIES AND RESOURCES

It is not surprising that resource dependency was highlighted by every executive that discussed

Partnership In Action. Many of the executives commented that the difficulty in establishing partnership

relationships was coming to grips with managing an environment in which resource dependencies in

critical parts of the business existed. One manager argued,

"Just-in-time inventory management is absolutely critical to our manufacturing strategy.

And yet, we depend on our relationship with our carrier to make our just-in-time

inventory system work. They have the trucks, the distribution system and increasingly,

the logistics management skills. It took our company a long time to become

comfortable with an environment in which there was such a critical dependency."

It was interesting to note that the executives included market knowledge, management skills, and

experience along with product attributes as key types of resources.

This low substituiability of the assets owned by members of the partnership was highlighted by

many examples. A typical one was described as,

12



'Although I could replace the revenue stream provided by my customer (I.e. replace the

monetary asset), I could never replace their knowledge of how to use my product in

their organization. They have customized their usage system in their organization in

such a way that my margins are higher with that customer than in a^y other part of

my business. If I lose that business partner I could replace the revenue stream but I

could never replace the margins.'

Of course, the notion of asset specificity would argue that customizing a usage system would create a

customer lock-in structure, thereby shifting power to the supplier. In this case, however, the executive

argued that customizing of the usage system translated directly into reduced cost to the supplier and

thus generated a mutual dependency rather than an asymmetric dependency. If the partnership failed,

each member of the partnership lost. As a result, each member's influence over key policies and

decisions increased.

3.3.3 PARTNERSHIP IN ACTION: ORGANIZATIONAL LINKAGE

A final determinant highlighted by executives refleaed a need for organizational process linkage.

Three types of linkage were identified: physical process integration, information integration, and social

networks.

Process integration reflected the design of business processes in a manner that intertwined the

actions and acti\iiies of organizations. Thus, executives described the use of facilities of their partner lo

store inventories or use of their panner's human resources to establish and manage quality in a business

process that crossed organizational boundaries. Joint planning processes were often used to illustrate a

successful partnership.

A second form of integration emphasized information integration. Many examples were

highlighted in which the exchange of information enabled the organizations to better plan or execute

their own internal business processes. Of course EDI examples were most prevalent. However, the

need to exchange monitoring information was also highlighted. One executive stated,

"You know they're serious about partnership when they're willing to share real costs."

13



Thus, we see an exiended notion of electronic integration. That is, information exchange goes beyond

transaction automation into processes integration through better and more effective information sharing.

Finally, a major mechanism for creating organizational linkages again emphasized personal

relationships. Each of the executives highlighted the criticality of establishing personal relationships at

all levels of the organization in order to make partnerships effective. It was not sufficient to have a

personal relationship among senior managers. Rather, middle managers must establish relationships, and

relationships must be reflected in the actual business processes that were critical to the partnership. As

one executive said,

'It is often the personal relationships that are built between organizations that enable

you to manage across the rough spots.'

4.0 IMPLICATIONS

As discussed in Section 3, we conducted interviews with both general line executives and with

executives focussing on the internal line-I/S partnership. In this seaion we will describe how the

dimensions of the partnership model apply to the line-I/S relationship.

4.1 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT

4.1.1 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT: MUTUAL BENEFITS

Executives that focused on internal line-I/S partnership raised the concept of benefits but

appeared to have difficulty in articulating a notion of mutual benefit. To many the internal partnership

was viewed as having a single type of benefit: achieving the goals or objeaives of the firm. The I/S

organization was viewed strictly as a service organization providing support and resources to line

management in their pursuit of their business objectives. However, as the executives discussed this

concept in the context of effective working relationships, the concept of a mutual benefit between I/S

and lines emerged. The interviews surfaced what appeared to be three major categories of shared

benefits from an internal perspective: financial contribution, operations efficiency, and quality of work

life.

14



The ability to explicitly articulate the financial contribution made by the 1/S function to the

achievement of business objectives was consistently raised as an important requirement to sustain

effective I/S-line partnerships. Executives stated that the measures, as with many approaches to defining

proportional contributions, were difficult to negotiate but when established helped to create an

environment where I/S could be viewed as an equal partner.

A second element emphasized operations efficiency for both the line and the I/S organization.

In this view, effective partnerships enabled the redesign of work processes that relate to the

development, implementation, and maintenance of a wide range of I/S products and services. The

emphasis was on opportunities to reduce head count, to improve quality and timeliness of system

development projects, and to reduce redundancy in various work specialties.

Finally, a third component related to quality of work life. Corporate executives argued that an

improved working relationship as measured by indicators such as job satisfaction, was an important

complement to the financial perspective. For example, each of the executives identified the ability to

manage conflict as a major benefit stemming from a partnership relationship. One stated that

"conflicts often stemmed from different knowledge bases/experiences and working

relationships found across functions of the business rather than a fundamental connict

in goals between the I/S organization and the line.'

The ability to build a partnership in which goal conflia could be effectively and openly managed

provided a major benefit to the organization in terms of both efficiency and the opportunity to

challenge each other's assumptions.

4.1.2 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT: COMMITMENT

The concept of commitment as a major element of PIC surfaced here as well. However, the

executives believed that gaining the commitment from people in different functional or business divisions

was a significant challenge. The same three major indicators of commitment were described: shared

goals, incentive systems, and contracts.

15



Shared goals provided a means lo establish an explicit commitment among members in a

partnership relationship. Although the I/S function has incentive systems, executives pointed out that

they differed from those in the line organization. The traditional incentive for the I/S function reflected

efficient operations of the technology rather than efficient execution of a business process. In addition,

ineffective pricing schemes for I/S services could lead to high demand for services from line

organizations which might not be the high payoff areas for the company. I/S resources, therefore, may

not be effectively channeled to line organizations.

In the area of contracts, several executives pointed to their use of formal service-level contracts

between I/S and line organizations. In quite a similar fashion to the externally-oriented interviews, they

described how the nature of a partnership could not be specified in terms of explicit contingencies. As

such, the commitment reflected by service-level contracts was often symbolic of a deeper working

relationship. One executive expanded on this point by illustrating how easy it was to create a service-

level contract that was "safe". He argued,

"the real importance of such contracts is to ensure everyone is committed to an efTective

working relationship."

4.1.3 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIP IN CONTEXT: PREDISPOSITION

Issues of trust and existing attitudes surfaced as major elemenu in sustaining an effective

partnership. Several of the executives explicitly attributed the lack of trust between I/S and line

managers to the inability to develop a workable partnership. One executive described their strategy of

selecting managers for both the line and VS organizations:

'we choose people who have an existing positive personal relationship.'

This strateg\ was taken intentionally to try to have an impact on the lack of trtist between I/S and line

organizations.

The issue of existing assumptions was highlighted specifically with regard to "attitudes towards

technologv'." The executives argued that positive attitudes towards technology, beliefe in the strategic role

of technolog>, and assumptions about the use of technology and technology trends in their indusir)-,

16



were important indicators of a positive predisposition towards building a partnership relationship

between I/S and the line.

4.2 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIP IN ACTION

4.2.1 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIP IN ACTION: SHARED KNOWLEDGE

As in external partnerships, the requirement for shared knowledge was consistently highlighted

as a key to effective working relationships between line and I/S organizations. Each of the executives

underlined the need for effective education and work experience from both a technology and a business

perspective. One executive said,

"AVhat we must have is mutual understanding of both technology and business

practices if we're going to be able to jointly make key decisions."

That is, this executive rejected the notion that an effective partnership could be achieved via translation.

It was not sufficient to translate the language of technology into business terms (or visa versa). Rather,

each partner had to develop an appreciation and deep understanding of the other's task environment.

4.2.2 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION: MUTUAL DEPENDENCY ON
DISTINCTIVE COMPETENCIES AND RESOURCES

Many examples were supplied by the executives to reflect asset def)endencies: skilled resources,

available head count, and control over physical assets such as equipment. However, perhaps of most

interest were discussions that focused on the need for the I/S-line partnership to negotiate ownership of

assets.

The prime example of this centered around the effective management of data in organizations.

In several instances, executives argued that data could not be managed if it was viewed as being owned

exclusively by either I/S or line. Rather, they felt that both line organizations and I/S organizations

brought to bear critical skills, experience, and physical assets that were necessary to manage data across

the corporation. Ownership of data standards and accountability for integrity of data at the source of

generation were often used to illustrate the need for ownership of the data from a line perspective.
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Yet, the ability to manage large databases in a high performance environment required skills and

specialized assets that often were best managed by the I/S organization. As one executive stated,

"We've tried it centralized, we've tried it decentralized. I believe the only solution is to

recognize that both line and I/S have unique skills to manage data.'

The key issue, he asserted, was the need to negotiate and clearly establish roles and responsibilities.

4.2.3 LINE AND I/S PARTNERSHIP IN ACTION: ORGANIZATIONAL LINKAGE

Tlie requirements to intertwine organizational processes, to exchange information, and to build

personal relationships were also highlighted in the discussions of internal processes. One I/S executive

stated that,

'My measure of partnership is denned as whether or not, when a key decision is made,

one of my people is in the room."

In that sense, he was arguing that for key management processes, i.e., planning and control, the I/S

organization must be included as a member of the decision-making process. Of course, this process of

organizational linkage needs to be bi-directional. Line executives pointed out the desire to have more

involvement in decisions made by I/S concerning technology standards and technology direction. Similar

emphasis was placed on the role of information exchange, i.e., providing accurate price/cost information

of ITS services and the need for good personal working relationships.

4.3 ACTIONS TO BUILD AND SUSTAIN PARTNERSHIPS

As part of the interview process, each executive was asked to illustrate specific actions taken to

build or sustain the partnership. Aaions were also generated as part of the general discussion

surrounding questions 1 and 2. To be defined as an action, the executive had to describe a specific set

of activities taken with the express purpose of building or sustaining a partnership. Table 2 provides a

summary of the action items generated during the interview process.

4.3.1 EDUCATION

Specific action taken to provide education for members of the partnership was identified by

every interviewee. As illustrated in Table 2, education reflected three basic concepts. First, there was a
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focus on skills transfer or training. That is, each of the interviewees identified the need for members of

the partnership to be trained in those task-related activities in which high interdependency existed. The

development of joint training programs ofleif taught jointly by members of the partnership was a

common action.

The second major educational concept was the need for general education that spanned the

partnership. Tliat is, the interviewees believed that it was necessary for individuals to have an

understanding of the key concepts and skills held by other members of the partnership. One example

often mentioned was the need for the information systems expert to be given general business education.

And yet, in every instance those interviewed from both the I/S and line organizations argued that it was

also necessary for line managers to be educated in the essential concepts and critical issues relating to

the technology.

Finally, a third element of education related to social or cultural education. One interviewee

discussed in detail their program for sending key workers to Japan in order for them to better

understand the Japanese culture. They argued,

"We must have an understanding of what it means to work for Japanese organizations if

we are to be able to effectively participate in the partnership.'

In many instances, cross training or shon-term assignments were used as a means to develop cultural

appreciation of the partner's work environment. One executive said

'I make sure my people have a personal work experience as a means to understand our key partners.'

As suggested above, the executives believed that shared knowledge was a critical element in the

ability to effectively participate in and influence policies and decisions that affect the partnership. In

every instance, the executives could point to specific training/educational programs and budgetary

commitment as an indication that this aaion was being carried out. In many cases the executives felt

that a secondary impact of education was predisposition. However, they quickly conceded that such

education programs were long-term strategies for affecting existing attitudes.
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4.3.2 JOINT PLANNING

The second major activity set emphasized by the executives involved joint planning. By joint

planning, the executives described far more than exchange of planning-related information, i.e., a

manufacturer providing a distributor with a production schedule. Rather, they discussed an ongoing,

iterative planning process that reflected both strategic thinking by the partnership as well as the

translation of that strategy' into action plans.

The executives identified at least three major impacts of the planning process. First, planning

was a primary mechanism to negotiate and agree upon areas of mutual benefits for the partnership.

Secondly, planning was a primary mechanism for creating a common goal set among members of the

partnership. Finally, many of the executives viewed the process of planning (e.g., including assumption

surfacing and testing) as a form of education. As such it had a major impact on the ability to create a

shared knowledge base among members of the partnership. It is interesting to note that the executives

did not indicate that the planning process alone was an effective means to influence the predisposition

of the members of the partnership. That is, they felt that the planning process in and of itself did not

really aeate trust. Similarly, they did not believe planning was an effeaive means to address issues of

attitude, e.g., attitudes towards technology.

The mechanisms used to implement joint planning processes varied. In most cases the planning

processes reflected a multilevel commitment. In addition to those people direaly involved with the

process, a task force group or committee of senior-level managers was formed to act as sponsors of the

planning process and, ultimately, to make final judgments regarding appropriate goals and commitments

to benefits. This task force also provided the mechanism to ensure top management commitment.

Another mechanism involved the participation of key members in the organization. In almost

every case the executives emphasized a decrease in reliance on professional planners or staff for creating

and implementing plans. Rather, they saw the planning process as an active, dynamic process, that

involved the key individuals who would be working together. In some cases the executives described a
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planning process that involved the exchange of personnel or co-location of key members of the

organization.

Planning became an ongoing process in which the organizations both solved problems of

immediate concern and positioned themselves to deal with long-term organizational change. In this

sense, the joint planning process became one of the key organizational processes that reflected

organizational linkage. That is, the planning and, as we will discuss in the next section, the monitoring

processes of the partnership became intertwined.

4.3.3 MEASUREMENT AND CONTROL

A third major action taken by the organizations centered on aaivities to identify and create

appropriate measures used by the organizations to monitor activities and to judge p)erformance. In each

case the ability of the partnership to design and implement the measurement and control systems was

viewed as a key action necessary to build and susuin the partnerships. This activity had wide impact on

the partnership setting. From a Partnership In Action perspective, this aaivity reflected a key

organizational linkage. The organizations, through the design of a joint control system, provided a

mechanism for information integration.

The actions taken to develop a monitoring process seem to emphasize three key concepts. First,

the executives focused on the notion of designing compatible incentive systems that reflected joint

commitment. An I/S-line partnership example similar to the earlier discussion on quality involved the

use of performance measures that reflected quality of task completed rather than transaction volume.

A second major action was to focus on the need for effective benchmarking at the initial stages

of partnership development. In several cases, both in external relationships and I/S-line partnerships,

the criticality of benchmarking as an activity required to build effective partnerships was discussed. One

executive said.
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"We all agreed on bencHts, but as we sat in the room, we each had very different

concepts of current performance. Had we not benchmarked the key business processes,
we could have implemented our solutions and, in the minds or some, the benents would
not have appeared.*

This focus on benchmarking is a key element in many strategies for implementing quality control and

continuous improvement processes. It is, in effect, an attempt to level the playing field among members

of the partnership and to ground the measures used by the partnership in the aaual experiences of the

organization.

Finally, there was a major emphasis on the actual design and implementation of the information

systems necessary to provide operations and performance data. In many cases, the design of these

systems required substantial investment by the partnership. And yet the executives argued that these

information systems were critical to building and sustaining the partnership. For example, many

executives noted that the tnist relationship was directly related to track record:

"ir the organization does not have an acceptable information system that monitors

performance and provides track records on commitment and activities of the

partnership, the trust relationship will always be in question.'

The cost of information is a major element of any organization's control strategy. As such, investment

in I/r enabled innovation in control processes as well as business processes.

The ability to deflne and implement an acceptable measurement and control system was a major

strategy used by the organization to affect predisposition, mutual benefits, and commitment. The

executives argued that the ability to share data concerning critical processes affecting the partnership,

established the foundation for believing that the partnership would sustain. Further, the measurement

systems served as key linkage mechanisms, in that an EDI linkage also enabled the basic information

flow for developing a joint measurement and control system.

4.3.4 EFFECTIVE USE OF TEAMS

The fourth major area discussed by the executives was the effective use of aoss-functional

teams. The use of cross-functional teams was justified on three bases. First, executives argued that the

ability to effectively intertwine and create linkages between the organizations required multiple

disciplines and extensive knowledge of the organizational processes. As such, the partnership had to
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have access to individuals with varied knowledge such as manufacturing, distribution, engineering, or

sales in order to deal with problems, lo effectively plan and to make day-to-day decisions relating to the

performance of the partnership. Cross-functional teams provide a means to coordinate this diverse

knowledge.

The second major justification for the use of cross-functional teams related to social networks.

From this perspective, every executive discussed the criticality of personal relationships in the effective

operations of a partnership. These social networks not only had to span across functional areas, but

they had to also span hierarchically in the firm. They provided the ability to quickly network to those

members of the organization who had to participate in or support the actions taken by the partnership.

For example, one manager described a major crisis that involved an unexpeaed price increase which had

a fundamental impact on the benefit flow for the pannership:

'If we did not have a team that could effectively network across both organizations to

quickly involve key decision makers in adjusting the price strategy, the partnership

would likely have failed. It was not an issue of knowledge, but the ability of the cross-

functional team to get personal access to people who had the power to influence the

pricing decision."

Finally, the third major justification of the use of cross-functional teams related to stability.

Many of the executives pointed out that their organizational struaures and work assignments of key

members of the organization were quite dynamic. They argued that the use of cross-functional teams

was a mechanism to create a stable organizational form. That is, while individuals might shift their

organizational assignment and even their work assignment, their participation in a cross-functional team

related to the strategic partnership could remain constant. One organization even described a concept

of sustaining a half-life of a cross-functional team for strategic partnerships: they would not remove

members from the team if by doing so it reduced the average level of tenure for the team below a

critical point. The need for stability, they argued, was multifold. The team not only had to be able to

build and sustain personal working relationships, necessary for effeaive action, but they also had to

develop an organizational memory. Many of the executives pointed out that if the relationship and

indi\iduals involved in managing a partnership changed constantly, the ability to bring to bear past

discussions and commitments to understand the impact of a current decision was at risk.
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4.3.5 MULTILEVEL HUMAN RESOURCE STRATEGY

A key issue identified by most of the executives in the interviews related to the need to

establish partnerships at multiple levels of the firm. Actions to build partnership (education, joint

planning, measurement and control, and teams) should address all levels of the firm. It was interesting

to note that most executives said strategic partnerships were fairly easy to form and sustain at the senior

levels of the firm and at the op>erational level of the firm. However, the ability to effectively establish a

partnership relationship among middle managers across organizations or across functions provided a

more difficult challenge. They argued that a multilevel human resource strategy was required. This

strategy would direct partnership-building actions across levels of the firm, as well as the selection and

assipment of key p)ersonnel. For example, as described in Section 3, one firm directly addressed the

issue of predisposition for a strategic partnership by establishing an executive team that had an existing

trust relationship. Many of the executives, discussing issues relating to I/S-line partnerships indicated

that their human resource strategy was a key element in establishing shared knowledge, organizational

linkage and improved predisposition at all levels of the firm.

4.3.6 TECHNOLOGY

Finally, a key action found throughout the interviews was the use of technology necessary to

build and sustain partnership relationships. Each of the executives talked about the cost of coordination

necessary to make an effective partnership work. The information technology necessary to effectively

execute a partnership was viewed as critical. Technology can affea all asp)ects of a partnership. In

some cases, the existence of the information system was viewed as the primary asset which the

partnership member was bringing to the organization. It provided the mechanism by which

interorganizational processes were created, e.g., EDI. It was also viewed as a key element supporting

joint planning processes. For example, many of the executives ulked about the need to have the ability

to create and circulate position statements quickly among members of the partnership. One executive

suggested,

"We must change how long it takes us to think strategically. In order to do that, we

have to have the technology that enables us to examine the competitive environment,

think about it effectively, and come to some decisions. The only way I can see that

working in the partnership relationship is if it's got significant information technology

support."
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5. CONCLUSION

This research has provided a descriptive model of the concept of partnership. The model was

developed from both an external partnership perspective and the perspeaive of an internal relationship

between the ITS and the line organizations. The work suggests that the general model of partnership

described here can be an effective means to describe and explore the I/S-line partnership.

The six determinants of partnership can be tised to examine the elements required to define a

management strategy for the creation of a partnership. In addition, the six categories of actions taken

by firms to build and sustain partnerships can be operationalized as part of the management strategy.

Future research should focus on defining adequate measures for each determinant of

partnership. A measurement model can establish those indicators that would reliably reflect the status

of a partnership. Ultimately, the measures of partnership must be related to performance of the firm,

through understanding the benefit stream resulting from the partnership and ways to value those

benefits.

The beneGts achieved through partnerships may be unanticipated. Therefore longitudinal studies

of partnership should be conducted to assess the impacts of these relationships on the participating

organizations.
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